“A people that produces the fruits of the kingdom”

Therefore I tell you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people that produces the fruits of the kingdom. The one who falls on this stone will be broken to pieces; and it will crush anyone on whom it falls."

************************************************************************


The Gospel passage this morning ends on a very sobering note.  Part of what makes it so sobering is that it is so very clear.  At the conclusion of the parable Jesus says, “the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people that produces the fruits of the kingdom.” 


That leaves all of us with a big question to ponder this morning:  are we in fact producing the “fruits of the kingdom” in this church, in this community, in this country, and in our lives?  

My Uncle Donald and my Aunt Geneva, and my favorite cousins, Judy, Cathy and Linda, lived in Nashville, Tennessee when I was growing up.  They had a huge garden, a pond in the backyard, and I loved to listen to them talk.  That southern drawl was silky and seductive, and had a warmth and charm that melted my eight year old heart.  We all went to church on Sunday, and while I was aware that their church was different than our church…it didn’t really make a difference in my life until that moment of heartfelt goodbyes in the humid summer heat of 1958.  My Aunt Geneva gave my mother a big hug and said, “Why Marlys, it really is a shame that since you’ve been divorced you won’t get to be with us in paradise.”  What I remember is that my mother stood stock still, dazed, while the room filled up with her pain.  My father ushered us all out of the house.  Mother cried in the car.  It was ten years before I saw my cousins again and at least 20 years before my mother did anything more than exchange Christmas cards with her brother.  

Our family continued our active involvement in the United Methodist Church, where my brother and sister and I were taught that my Aunt’s harsh judgmental attitude, rooted in her faith tradition, did not actually represent the “fruits of the kingdom.”  The Christianity that we were immersed in flowed out of the fifth chapter of Paul’s letter to the Galatians where he says, “the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, 23gentleness, and self-control. There is no law against such things.”  Which translated for my parents into forgiveness, inclusion, salvation, and an open-hearted caring for the poor, the oppressed and lonely.  

Eventually, my parents and my Aunt and Uncle reconciled their differences and came together for family celebrations, and even a few joint vacations.  My Uncle Donald outlived Aunt Geneva and my parents by almost 15 years, even though he was the oldest of the four, dying just last year at the age of 92.   I suspect that my Aunt Geneva is mildly surprised that all four of them are reunited in paradise. 


Paul is also painfully clear with regard to behaviors that are not fit for the kingdom of God:  licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, enmity, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, envy – evidence of which can be found on the front page of any newspaper even on a slow news day. 


Given this penchant for perversity in modern society, I believe that the most important act of faith that we can take these days is to live out the new commandment that Jesus gave to his followers in the 13th chapter of the gospel of John:  “love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.”

And as the great Biblical scholar and theologian Clarence Jordan noted, “ It is not enough to limit your love to your own nation, to your own race, to your own group. You must respond with love even to those outside of it, respond with love to those who hate you. This concept enables people to live together not as nations, but as the human race.”

If we are a going to be “a people that produces the fruits of the kingdom” it will be because we learn to make room for the other, for the stranger, for the poor, for the oppressed, for all of the people that Jesus Christ died to save and rose to love.  And the first step in this effort is to make room for the risen Christ in our daily lives. 

When I was in college back at Arizona State University, I sang in the Choral Union, a large ensemble that performed twice a year in major concerts with University Orchestra.  One of those concerts was an annual performance of Handel’s Messiah in the largest auditorium on campus.  My church was one of those that had its own school bus, and I had gotten my chauffeur’s license so that I could drive the bus for church activities.  So I would sell tickets to the Messiah performance to people at my church, and then we would all meet in the church parking lot and I would drive everyone to the auditorium in the church’s bus.  

The last year I did this we were late getting away from the church, traffic was terrible, and the only place to park the bus was at the far end of the auditorium parking lot.  By the time I had finished getting everyone off the bus and into the building, it was too late for me to line up with my fellow choristers and file on stage from the rear of the hall, so I decided to go up the steps through the lobby and down the aisle where I could leap onto the stage and join the choir. 

But having edged my way along the wall up the crowded staircase, I came around the corner and found myself face-to-face with a large sign on a tripod – that stopped me cold.  It said, in bold letters, “THERE ARE NO RESERVED SEATS FOR THE MESSIAH.” 

It is so true, my friends.  There are no reserved seats in this world for the Messiah.  Foxes have holes, birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head.  If there is going to be room for Jesus as this grand performance we call life, it is because we throw a coat over the set next to ours and say, please, come sit by me.  I’ve saved you a place.  If producing the fruits of the kingdom means anything, it certainly means this…to make from for the risen Christ in all the places of our daily lives: In the concert hall, and the lecture hall, in the classroom and in the courtroom, in our hospitals, in our homes and in our hearts. 

